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1
AUTOFOCUS CAMERA SYSTEMS AND
METHODS

PRIORITY CLAIM

This application is a continuation of application Ser. No.
13/732,276, filed Dec. 31, 2012, which is a continuation of
application Ser. No. 13/225,257 filed Sep. 2, 2011, now U.S.
Pat. No. 8,346,074 issued Jan. 1, 2013, which is a continua-
tion of Ser. No. 12/873,943 filed Sep. 1, 2010, now U.S. Pat.
No. 8,014,662 issued Sep. 6, 2011, which is a divisional of
application Ser. No. 11/361,608 filed Feb. 24, 2006, now U.S.
Pat. No. 7,813,634 issued Oct. 12, 2010, which is a continu-
ation-in-part of both application Ser. No. 11/268,849 filed on
Nov. 8, 2005, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,646,969 issued Jan. 12,
2010, and application Ser. No. 11/269,304 filed Nov. 8, 2005,
now U.S. Pat. No. 7,555,210 issued Jun. 30, 2009, both of
which claim priority to and benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent
Application No. 60/657,261 filed Feb. 28, 2005. The respec-
tive disclosures of each of these references is incorporated
herein by reference in their entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates generally to cameras. The
present invention relates more particularly to a miniature
autofocus camera that is suitable for use in personal elec-
tronic devices, such as cellular telephones.

BACKGROUND

Digital cameras are well known. As their cost drops, digital
cameras continue to grow in popularity. Digital cameras
eliminate the need to purchase film and have it developed.
They also greatly reduce the need to have prints made, since
digital images can easily be viewed on a computer monitor or
the like. Digital cameras have thus reduced the overall cost of
photography.

One rapidly growing application for digital cameras is their
use in personal electronic devices, such as cellular tele-
phones. Camera phones outsold other digital cameras for the
first time in the last quarter of 2003. Camera phones enable
pictures to be conveniently and rapidly shared with others.
Images can be captured on the spur of the moment and then
easily communicated to others via the cellular telephone net-
work and/or via the Internet.

Although such contemporary camera phones have proven
generally suitable for their intended purposes, they possess
inherent deficiencies that detract from their overall effective-
ness and desirability. For example, contemporary digital cam-
eras commonly have variable focus. However, contemporary
camera phones do not have this desirable feature. Contempo-
rary variable focus mechanisms are simply too bulky for
today’s compact camera phones.

Consequently, contemporary camera phones have fixed
focuses. Although a fixed focus can sometimes be adequate
under good lighting conditions, a fixed focus generally does
not perform well when the camera is used in low light con-
ditions. A fixed focus mechanism approximates a pinhole lens
to provide sufficient depth of field so as to remain in focus, at
least to some degree, regardless of the distance between the
subject and the camera. However, such a stopped-down lens is
undesirably sensitive to ambient lighting conditions. This is
because the near pin-hole lens of a fixed focus camera does
not admit much light. Thus, such fixed focus cameras gener-
ally require more light than variable focus cameras. In addi-
tion, the small aperture of a pin-hole lens limits the resolution
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of'the camera, due to the diffraction limit of light. Thus, such
fixed focus cameras generally have lower resolution than
variable focus cameras.

When there is insufficient ambient lighting, the image
tends to appear undesirably dark. In recognizing the limita-
tions of contemporary camera phones using such fixed focus
lenses, the prior art has provided flash mechanisms in an
attempt to insure that adequate light is provided. However,
cellular telephones use battery power supplies, and thus have
limited power available for the use of such flash mechanisms.
More frequent use of the flash to take photographs thus results
in the need to more frequently charge the camera phone. Of
course, frequent recharging is undesirable.

As such, it is desirable to provide a miniature autofocus
camera that is suitable for use in personal electronic devices,
such as cellular telephones.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Systems and methods are disclosed herein to provide a
miniature autofocus camera that is suitable for use in personal
electronic devices, such as cellular telephones, pocket PCs,
notebook computers, laptop computers, and tablet comput-
ers. In accordance with an embodiment of the present inven-
tion, a stage for a miniature camera is at least partially formed
by a MEMS process. The stage can comprise a fixed portion,
a movable portion, and flexures for controlling movement of
the movable portion with respect to the fixed portion. Thus,
for example, a lens can be attached to the movable portion of
the MEMS stage and movement of the lens can be substan-
tially limited to movement in one degree of freedom.

In one example embodiment, a method for focusing a min-
iature camera includes effecting a current flow through a coil,
moving a magnet in response to the current flow, moving a
MEMS stage in response to the moving of the magnet, mov-
ing a lens in response to the moving of the MEMS stage, and
limiting movement of the MEMS stage to substantially one
degree of freedom.

In another embodiment, a method for making a photograph
comprises effecting current flow through a coil, moving a lens
in response to the current flow, limiting movement of the lens
to substantially one degree of freedom along an optical axis of
the lens with a snubber assembly, and focusing an image on an
imaging sensor in response to the moving of the lens.

According to another embodiment, a method for operating
an electronic device comprises using a controller to control a
Lorentz actuator such that a lens which is limited to a single
degree of freedom of movement by a snubber assembly
focuses an image on an imaging sensor.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
stage assembly can comprise a stage, at least one magnet ofan
actuator attached to the stage for effecting movement of the
stage, and at least one lens attached to the stage such that
movement of the lens effects focusing of the camera. A coil
attached to a housing of the camera can cooperate with the
magnet to effect such movement.

Thus, according to an embodiment of the present inven-
tion, a method for focusing a miniature camera can comprise
effecting current flow through a coil such that a magnet moves
in response to the current flow. A stage moves in response to
movement of the magnet and a lens moves in response to
movement of the stage.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
method for assembling a miniature camera can comprise
attaching a magnet assembly, a stage, and a lens mount
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together in a planar fashion. Such assembly facilitates the use
of automated assembly equipment, such as pick and place
equipment.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
miniature camera can comprise a housing and a coil attached
to the housing so as to be substantially fixed in position with
respect thereto. The housing can be configured so as to align
the coil with respect to a magnet attached to a stage. The
housing can also be configured so as to align the stage with
respect to an imaging sensor.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
miniature camera can comprise an imaging sensor, a lens
mount configured to mount at least one lens, and a cover
within which the lens mount is disposed. The cover and the
lens mount can be configured so as to limit movement of the
lens mount. For example, the cover can be configured so as to
abut the lens mount when the lens mount moves to a limit of
travel away from the imaging sensor.

The cover can be formed of metal and configured so as to
mitigate electromagnetic interference with the camera. Thus,
performance of the camera can be substantially enhanced.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
miniature camera can comprise an imaging sensor, an optics
assembly having at least one movable optical element
wherein movement of the optical element(s) effect focusing
of the camera, a MEMS stage to which the movable optical
element(s) are attached such that the stage controls motion of
the movable optical element(s), and an actuator for moving
the stage.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
miniature camera can comprise an imaging sensor, a housing,
and a MEMS stage disposed within the housing, wherein the
MEMS stage is configured so as to move substantially in only
one degree of freedom. A snubber assembly can be config-
ured to further limit movement of the MEMS stage in sub-
stantially five degrees of freedom, so as to protect the stage
from excessive movement. A lens holder can be attached to
one surface, e.g., the upper surface, of the stage. At least one
focusing lens can be attached to the lens holder.

An actuator can be disposed within the housing. The actua-
tor can comprise a coil attached to the housing and a magnet
attached to the stage. The housing can align the coil with
respect to the magnet and can also align the stage with respect
to the imaging sensor. A bias spring can be configured to bias
the stage into a predefined position with respect to the hous-
ing. The metal cover can be configured to substantially
enclose the actuator and the imaging sensor. The actuator can
effect movement of the lens so as to provide desired focusing
of an image upon the imaging sensor.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, a
method for making a miniature camera can comprise provid-
ing a printed circuit board, attaching an imaging sensor to the
printed circuit board, providing a MEMS stage that is config-
ured to move in substantially only one degree of freedom,
attaching a lens mount to the MEMS stage in a planar fashion,
attaching a lens to the lens mount, attaching a magnet to the
MEMS stage in a planar fashion, providing a housing, attach-
ing a coil to the housing, placing the MEMS stage and a
snubber assembly within the housing, wherein the snubber
assembly is configured to limit movement of the MEMS stage
in substantially five degrees of freedom, compressing a bias
spring so as to bias the stage into a predefined position with
respect to the housing and attaching a clip to the housing so as
to hold the bias spring in place, and at least partially enclosing
the actuator and the imaging sensor with a metal cover.

In view of the foregoing, a miniature autofocus camera is
provided. The miniature autofocus camera is suitable for use
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in personal electronic devices, such as cellular telephones.
The autofocus miniature camera can provide enhanced
images in low light conditions. The need for a flash is miti-
gated, such that battery life is extended.

This invention will be more fully understood in conjunc-
tion with the following detailed description taken together
with the following drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1isaperspective view of an autofocus camera accord-
ing to an exemplary embodiment of the present invention,
wherein an electromagnetic interference (EMI) shield of the
camera has been omitted to better show components thereof;

FIG. 2 is an exploded view of the autofocus camera of F1G.
1, including the electromagnetic interference shield thereof;

FIG. 3 is a pictorial flow chart showing assembly of the
autofocus camera of FIG. 1, according to an exemplary
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is an enlarged perspective view of the stage and
snubber assembly of FIG. 2;

FIG. 5 is an exploded perspective view of the stage and
snubber assembly of FIG. 4;

FIG. 6 is an enlarged side view of the magnet assembly of
FIG. 2;

FIG. 7 is a perspective top view of the magnet assembly of
FIG. 6;

FIG. 8is aperspective bottom view of the magnet assembly
of FIG. 6;

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of the housing of FIG. 2,
including the actuator coil;

FIG.101s a is a perspective view of the magnet assembly of
FIG. 8 attached to the bottom of'the stage and snubber assem-
bly of FIG. 4;

FIG. 11 is a perspective view of the magnet assembly of
FIG. 8 attached to the bottom of'the stage and snubber assem-
bly of FIG. 4 and the lens mount of FIG. 2 attached to the top
thereof;

FIG. 12 is a perspective view of the lens mount, magnet
assembly, and the stage and snubber assembly (attached to
one another) as they are being inserted into the housing of
FIG. 2;

FIG. 13 is a perspective view of the lens mount, magnet
assembly, and the stage and snubber assembly after they have
been inserted into the housing of FIG. 2, and showing the clip
of FIG. 2 as it is being attached to the housing so as to
maintain the bias spring therein;

FIG. 14 is a perspective view of the lens mount, magnet
assembly, and the stage and snubber assembly after they have
been inserted into the housing of FIG. 13, and showing the
clip after it has been attached to the housing;

FIG. 15 is a perspective view of the partially assembled
autofocus camera of FIG. 14 after the lens assembly of FIG.
2 has been screwed into the lens mount thereof;

FIG. 16 is an enlarged front view of the printed circuit
board of FIG. 2.

FIG. 17 is a front view of the printed circuit board of FIG.
16 having the partially assembled autofocus camera of FIG.
14 attached thereto, wherein the lens assembly is removed to
show the imaging sensor attached to the printed circuit board;
and

FIG. 18 is a perspective view of the assembled autofocus
camera of FIG. 2.

Embodiments of the present invention and their advantages
are best understood by referring to the detailed description
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that follows. It should be appreciated that like reference
numerals are used to identify like elements illustrated in one
or more of the figures.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

When an optical system is reduced in size, the precision
required for the placement of optical elements has to be
improved in proportion to the reduction in size. In other
words, optical systems can scale in size linearly. For cameras
in cellular telephones, the reduction in the size of the imaging
system can be dramatic. It is thus a challenge to be able to
position and move the optical elements with respect to each
other with the required precision.

To be able to accomplish autofocus in a cellular telephone
camera, it is common to move a lens or group of lenses. The
position and motion of these lenses has to be very precise.
Achieving such precision using contemporary technologies is
difficult.

One or more embodiments of the present invention provide
enhanced precision in the motion of very small camera com-
ponents by using a micro electromechanical systems
(MEMS) stage. This MEMS stage provides for very precise
control in the motion of a lens and accomplishes this in a
suitably compact form. The MEMS stage serves as an optical
bench for precision alignment of the lens with respect to an
imaging sensor. According to an embodiment of the present
invention, the MEMS stage moves substantially within a
plane. That is, the stage tends to remain within the plane
defined by the stage itself, rather than moving substantially
orthogonally to this plane.

The MEMS stage can be moved by using an electromag-
netic actuator. A magnet assembly part of the actuator can be
attached to one side, e.g., the bottom, of the stage. A coil of the
actuator can be attached to a housing of the camera. The coil
and the magnet assembly are aligned to each other via the
MEMS stage and the housing. A lens mount that holds the
optical element can be attached to the other side, i.e., the top,
of'the stage. To control the alignment, e.g., tilt, of the lens(es)
with respect to an imaging sensor, a number of features are
introduced so as to passively align optical components with
respect to each other.

Thus, a method and system for providing an autofocus
camera are disclosed herein. According to one embodiment of
the present invention, the autofocus camera is a miniature
camera that is suitable for use in personal electronic devices,
such as cellular telephones, pocket PCs, notebook computers,
laptop computers, and tablet computers. At least one embodi-
ment of the autofocus camera of the present invention is also
suitable for use as a stand alone device. Such a stand alone
device can be used for security and surveillance applications,
as well as any other desired applications.

The MEMS stage can be used to control the motion of a
lens so that the lens moves substantially in only one degree of
freedom. The magnet assembly and the lens mount can be
attached to the MEMS stage in a planar fashion, so as to better
facilitate the use of automated assembly equipment. The
housing can be configured so as to both hold the coil of an
actuator and align the coil with respect to a magnet assembly.
The housing can also be configured so as to align the MEMS
stage (and therefore the lens) with respect to the imaging
sensor.

Attaching one component to another in a planar fashion as
referred to herein can mean placing one component atop
another component. Thus, assembling components in a pla-
nar fashion can be stacking of the components.
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A bias spring can be used to position the stage such that the
lens is positioned for focus at one extreme of its travel, e.g., at
infinity, when no power is applied to the actuator. Bias spring
can be formed of a non-magnetic material so as not to inter-
fere with operation of the actuator. A simple metal clip can be
used to hold the bias spring in position against the magnet
assembly (which can be attached to the stage).

A metal cover can be used both for electromagnetic inter-
ference (EMI) protection and for limiting the motion of the
lens mount. The lens mount can have a visor like structure that
is configured to abut the metal cover when the stage (and
consequently the lens mount) moves too far one direction,
e.g., away from the imaging sensor. The visor like structure
can be configured so as to abut against the housing when the
stage (and consequently the lens mount) moves too far in the
other direction, e.g., toward the imaging sensor.

The MEMS stage motion can be limited in all degrees of
freedom by snubbers so as to protect the flexures from over
extending and/or over compressing, such as during a shock.
In the travel direction (a direction along an optical axis of the
camera in which one or more lenses move to effect focusing),
the lens mount can abut axial snubbers to limit the motion. In
all other degrees of freedom, the silicon stage abuts with six
degree of freedom snubbers if the stage’s normal limits of
motion are exceeded.

These, as well as other features and aspects of various
exemplary embodiments of the present invention are dis-
cussed below in further detail with respect to the drawings.

Referring now to FIGS. 1 and 2, according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention, a miniature autofocus camera
can comprise a camera assembly 10 mounted upon a printed
circuit board (PCB) 11. Camera assembly 10 can comprise
camera optics 12. Camera optics 12 can have at least one
movable optical element, such as a lens, so as to facilitate
focusing of an image upon an imaging sensor 13.

Imaging sensor 13 can be mounted to printed circuit board
11. Alternatively, imaging sensor 13 can be attached to cam-
era assembly 10. Attachment of imaging sensor 13 to printed
circuit board 11 facilitates communication of electrical sig-
nals between imaging sensor 13 and other electrical compo-
nents such as a monitor, memory, and/or a processor. For
example, such electrical communication can be facilitated by
conductive traces formed upon printed circuit board 11.

As discussed in further detail below, camera optics 12 can
be attached to a stage assembly 14 that controls movement of
camera optics 12. Movement of camera optics 12 is con-
trolled in a manner that facilitates focusing of the miniature
camera while also mitigating misalignment of the optical
elements of the miniature camera. Thus, linear movement of
camera optics 12 along an optical axis of the camera, e.g.,
toward and away from imaging sensor 13, is facilitated while
movement perpendicular to the optical axis and all rotation of
camera optics 12 is inhibited.

More particularly, a stage 401 (better shown in FIGS. 4 and
5) is configured so as to facilitate movement along the direc-
tion of the optical axis while not readily facilitating other
movement. A six degree of freedom snubber 402 cooperates
with axial snubbers 403 to limit movement of stage 401
beyond that for which it is configured. Construction and
operation of stage 401, six degree of freedom snubbers 402,
and axial snubbers is discussed in further detail below.

A magnet assembly 16 and coil 17 cooperate to define an
actuator that effects movement of a stage 401 (and conse-
quently camera optics 12) along the optical axis of the min-
iature camera to facilitate focusing. The actuator can be a
Lorentz actuator. Alternatively, the actuator can be any other
desired type of actuator. Advantages associated with the use
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of the particular Lorentz actuator disclosed herein include
small size, reduced weight, low profile, and strong forces
generated thereby. Such an actuator is discussed in further
detail in commonly owned application Ser. No. 11/263,149,
filed on Oct. 31, 2005, and entitled LORENTZ ACTUATOR
FOR MINIATURE CAMERA, the disclosure of which is
incorporated herein by reference.

Magnet assembly 16 can be attached to the underside of
stage assembly 14 and coil 17 can be attached to housing 20.
Housing 20 generally encloses camera optics 12, stage
assembly 14, magnet assembly 16, and coil 17. Housing 20
also facilitates attachment of camera assembly 10 to printed
circuit board 11, such as via the use of adhesive bonding.
Housing 20 can alternatively be attached to printed circuit
board 11 via the use of detents, fasteners, ultrasonic welding,
soldering, or via any other desired method.

An electromagnetic interference shield 22 can optionally
cover a substantial portion of the miniature autofocus camera
of the present invention so as to mitigate the undesirable
effects of electromagnetic interference thereupon. As those
skilled in the art will appreciate, as miniature cameras get
smaller, the effects of electromagnetic interference tend to
become more pronounced. As miniature cameras get smaller,
the amount of current and voltage used in control and image
signals tends to be reduced. The use of lower signal levels
potentially makes these signals more susceptible to interfer-
ence, such as that caused by electromagnetic radiation emit-
ted by nearby electronic devices, as well as possibly by the
personal electronic device within which the miniature camera
is installed itself.

A transparent window 23 can be attached to electromag-
netic interference shield 22. Electromagnetic interference
shield 22 and window 23 can cooperate to inhibit environ-
ment contaminants, such as dust, moisture, and smoke, from
undesirably contacting optical elements of the miniature
camera, such as the lens(es) of camera optics 12 and such as
imaging sensor 13. Electromagnetic interference shield 22
can also define a stop that at least partially defines one or more
limits on the motion of camera optics 12, as discussed below.

Clip 24 holds bias spring 25 in place. Bias spring 25 biases
stage assembly 14 in one direction of its travel, e.g., at a
position for focus at infinity. Such biasing provides a known
starting position of stage assembly 14 to better facilitate con-
trol of movement thereof and provides a desirable failsafe
(focus at infinity) therefore. Such a bias spring is discussed in
further detail in application Ser. No. 11/219,259, filed Sep. 2,
2005, and entitled MINIATURE CAMERA BIAS SPRING,
the disclosure of which is incorporated herein by reference.

Contacts 26 facilitate electrical communication between
coil 17 and printed circuit board 11. Each of two leads of coil
17 can be in electrical communication with a dedicated con-
tact 26. Each contact 26 can contact a conductive pad of
printed circuit board 11. However, those skilled in the art will
appreciate that other means for facilitating electrical commu-
nication between coil 17 and printed circuit board 11 are
likewise suitable.

Referring now to FIG. 3, a flow chart showing assembly of
the autofocus camera of FIG. 1 according to an exemplary
embodiment of the present invention is provided. Steps 31-42
are some key aspects of the assembly of the autofocus camera.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, the
autofocus camera can be assembled by providing stage
assembly 14 and magnet assembly 16 as shown in step 31 and
attaching them together, such as via adhesive bonding, to
form stage and magnet assembly 50 as shown in step 32. Lens
mount 111 can then be attached, such as via adhesive bond-
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ing, to the stage and magnet assembly 50 to provide the lens
mount assembly 51 shown in step 33.

Lens mount 111, stage assembly 14, and magnet assembly
16 can be assembled to one another in a planar fashion. That
is, lens mount 111, stage assembly 14, and magnet assembly
16 can be assembled to one another by successively placing
one item atop another. Such assembly facilitates the use of
automated assembly equipment such as robots or pick and
place equipment. For example, such automated assembly
equipment can apply adhesive to magnet assembly 16, place
stage assembly 14 upon magnet assembly 16, apply adhesive
to stage assembly 14, and place lens mount 111 upon stage
assembly 14.

Housing 22 and lens mount assembly 51 of step 34 can be
assembled together by inserting lens mount assembly 51 into
housing 22 to provide module assembly 52 of step 35. Inser-
tion of lens mount assembly 51 into housing 22 can be per-
formed using automated assembly equipment.

Optionally, oil can be applied to stage assembly 14 to
provide damping. The application of oil to stage assembly 14
can be performed prior to insertion of lens mount assembly 51
into housing 22. The oil can be applied between stage 401
(FIG. 5) and six degree of freedom snubber 402. Such damp-
ing can enhance operation of the autofocus camera by
smoothing the movement of the stage 401. Such damping can
also provide enhanced protection against vibration and shock.
Such oil damping is discussed in further detail in application
Ser. No. 11/219,137, filed Sep. 1, 2005 and entitled OIL
DAMPING FOR CAMERA OPTICAL ASSEMBLY, the dis-
closure of which is incorporated herein by reference. In other
embodiments, oil may not be added to the MEMS stage.

Lens holder 112 can be attached to lens mount 111 of
module assembly 52 to provide lens assembly 53 of step 36.
Then, bias spring 25 and clip 24 can be attached to lens
assembly 53 as shown in steps 37 and 38.

Functional testing can be performed in step 38 to assure
proper operation of the miniature autofocus camera. Func-
tional testing can be performed using test equipment that
effects functioning of the autofocus mechanisms such as the
actuator defined by magnet assembly 16 and coil 17. Such
functional testing can verify proper operation of stage assem-
bly 14, such as the motion control aspects thereof.

Lens assembly 53 can be attached to a printed circuit board
11 at step 39. The focus can be tested to provide a focus score
at step 40. Focus testing can be performed using modulation
transfer function (MTF). Those units that do not achieve a
focus score above a predetermined value can be re-worked
and/or rejected. Electromagnetic interference shield 11 can
be added at step 42 and then additional testing can be done.

Some aspects of the assembly steps shown in FIG. 3 are
discussed in further detail below. Those skilled in the art will
appreciate that other sequences of operations can be used to
assemble the autofocus camera of one or more embodiments
of the present invention.

Referring now to FIGS. 4 and 5, a stage assembly 14
comprises a stage 401, a six degree of freedom snubber 402
within which stage 401 is captured, and axial snubbers 403.
Six degree of freedom snubber 402 can comprise an upper
portion 411 and a lower portion 412 that cooperate to sand-
wich stage 401 therebetween. Six degree of freedom snubber
402 can be formed of a rigid polymer material.

Axial snubbers 403 can be formed integrally with upper
portion 411 of six degree of freedom snubber 402. Alterna-
tively, axial snubbers 403 can be formed separately from
upper portion 411 of six degree of freedom snubber 402 and
then attached thereto.
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Stage 401, in cooperation with six degree of freedom snub-
ber 402 and axial snubbers 403, defines the motion of camera
optics 12. That is, stage 401 and six degree of freedom snub-
ber 402 enable substantial movement of camera optics 12
along an optical axis of the autofocus camera, e.g., in the
directions of double-headed arrow 406, while limiting both
translation and rotation about all other axes. A width of stage
401 can be defined as being the shortest of the two longer
dimensions thereof, such as the dimension in the direction of
arrow 406. A length of stage 401 can be defined as being the
longest of the two longer dimensions thereof, such as the
dimension perpendicular to the direction of arrow 406. A
height of stage 401 can be defined as being the shortest
dimension of stage 401 (i.e., from a top or upper surface
thereof to a bottom or lower surface thereof as shown in FIG.
4).

Flexures 404 extend from a stationary portion of stage 401
to a moving portion thereof. Flexures 404 facilitate move-
ment of stage 401 along the optical axis while tending to
inhibit other movement thereof. Further disclosure regarding
such flexures is provided in U.S. Pat. No. 6,850,675, issued
Feb. 1, 2005, and entitled BASE, PAYLOAD AND CON-
NECTING STRUCTURE AND METHODS OF MAKING
THE SAME; application Ser. No. 11/041,122, filed Jan. 21,
2005, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,266,272, issued Sep. 4, 2007, and
entitled MOTION CONTROL STAGES AND METHODS
OF MAKING THE SAME; and application Ser. No. 11/037,
883, filed Jan. 18, 2005, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,113,688, issued
Sep. 26, 2006, and entitled BASE, PAYLOAD AND CON-
NECTING STRUCTURE AND METHODS OF MAKING
THE SAME. The respective disclosures of each of these
patents is incorporated herein by reference.

Six degree of freedom snubber 402 prevents stage 401
from moving substantially beyond the range of motion per-
mitted by flexures 404. In this manner, six degree of freedom
snubber mitigates the likelihood of incurring damage to flex-
ures 404, stage 401, and/or other camera components due to
excessive motion of stage 401, such as due to excessive trans-
lation and/or rotation thereof. Such a six degree of freedom
snubber is discussed in further detail in application Ser. No.
11/268,849, filed Nov. 8, 2005, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,646,969,
issued Jan. 12, 2010, and entitled CAMERA SNUBBER
ASSEMBLY, the disclosure of which is incorporated herein
by reference.

Axial snubbers 403 limit movement of camera optics 12
(FIG. 2) along the direction of double-headed arrow 406.
Axial snubbers 403 thus also limit movement of stage 401
within six degree of freedom snubber 402. Axial snubbers
403 limit movement of lens mount 111 (and consequently of
lens holder 112, stage 401, and magnet assembly 16 as well)
by abutting stop 415 oflens mount 111 that is disposed in gap
defined by adjacent axial snubber 403, as best seen in FIG. 11.
Thus, as lens mount 111 moves along the optical axis defined
by double-headed arrow 406, stops 415 contacts axial snub-
ber 403 when it travels to each extreme of its movement.

Axial snubbers can be formed of a polymer material, such
as silicon rubber, to cushion such contact. It should be noted
that the camera can be configured such that contact of stops
415 with axial snubbers does not occur during normal opera-
tion. Such limiting of the movement of camera optics 12 and
stage 401 can mitigate the likelihood of damage to camera
optics 12, stage 401, flexures 404, six degree of freedom
snubber 402, and other miniature camera components during
abnormal events, such as shock. Such axial snubbers 403 are
discussed in further detail in application Ser. No. 11/269,304,
filed Nov. 8, 2005, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,555,210, issued Jun.
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30, 2009, and entitled AXTAL SNUBBERS FOR CAMERA,
the disclosure of which is incorporated herein by reference.

Stage 401 can be formed of silicon using micro electrome-
chanical systems (MEMS) techniques. For example, stage
401 can be formed by etching or micromachining silicon. The
fixed portion of stage 401, the moving portion of stage 401,
and flexures 404 can be formed from a single, monolithic
piece of material, such as silicon. Micromachining can
include ion milling, laser ablation, chemical mechanical pol-
ishing (CMP), micro-electrical discharge, micro forging, etc.

Stage 401 also provides a way to connect the actuator
defined by magnet assembly 16 and coil 17 to optics assembly
12, s0 as to effect movement of optics assembly 12 in order to
facilitate focusing of the miniature camera. More particularly,
stage 401 facilitates attachment of magnet assembly 16 to
camera optics 12 such that movement of magnet assembly 16
in response to current flow through coil 17 results in like
movement of camera optics 12.

Referring now to FIGS. 6-8, according to an exemplary
embodiment of the present invention, a magnet assembly 16
comprises a first magnet 601, a first flux guide 602, a second
magnet 603, and a second flux guide 604 assembled together
into a stack. A non-magnetic, e.g., plastic, holder 605, helps to
maintain the desired positions of magnets 601 and 603 and
flux guides 602 and 602. Magnets 601 and 603, flux guides
602 and 604, and holder 605 can be adhesively bonded to one
another. Alternatively, magnets 601 and 603, flux guides 602
and 604, and holder 605 can be attached to one another via the
use of detents, fasteners, or by any other desired method.

A seat 606 can be formed in holder 605 to receive one end
of spring 25. As discussed above, spring 25 biases magnet
assembly 16, and thus camera optics 12 as well, to one
extreme of travel.

Referring now to FIG. 9, coil 17 can be attached to housing
20 by adhesive bonding. Coil 17 can alternatively be attached
to housing 20 by detents, fasteners, or by any other desired
method. Coil 20 is thus fixedly attached to housing 20 and
remains substantially stationary with respect thereto during
operation of the actuator so as to effect movement of camera
optics 12 in order to provide focusing.

Referring now to FIG. 10, magnet assembly 16 is attached
to the underside of stage assembly 14. More particularly,
magnet assembly 16 is attached to the underside of stage 401.
Magnet assembly 16 can be attached to stage 401 by adhesive
bonding. Alternatively, magnet assembly 16 can be attached
to stage 401 by detents, fasteners, or by any other desired
method.

Thus, magnet assembly 16 is fixedly attached to stage 401
such that movement of magnet assembly 16 effects similar
movement of stage 401. In this manner, camera optics 12,
which are attached to stage 401, are also moved so as to effect
focusing.

Referring now to FIG. 11, lens holder 112 can be screwed
into lens mount 111 to form camera optics 12 via threads 113
formed upon lens holder 112 and threads 114 formed within
lens mount 111. The use of threads to attach lens holder 112
to lens mount 111 facilitates adjustment of the optical ele-
ments, e.g., lenses, of lens holder 112 with respect to lens
mount 111, so as to tend to position such optical elements for
optimum operation, e.g., focus is optimal at infinity. How-
ever, lens holder 112 can be attached to lens mount 111 by
detents, fasteners, adhesive bonding, or by any other desired
method. Lens holder 112 can be attached to lens mount 111
either before or after lens mount 111, stage assembly 14, and
magnet assembly 16 are inserted into housing 20 (as shown in
FIG. 12).
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As shown in FIG. 11, lens mount 111 is attached to the
upper surface of stage 401 and magnet assembly 16 is
attached to the underside or lower surface thereof. Thus,
movement of magnet assembly 11 results in like movement of
the optical elements of lens holder 112 so as to effect focus-
ing.

Referring now to FIG. 12, lens mount 111, stage assembly
14, and magnet assembly 16 can be inserted into housing 20.
Housing 20 can be configured such that a portion of stage
assembly 20, such as stationary portion 1201 thereof, attaches
to housing 20. Stationary portion 1201 can be attached to
housing 20 by adhesive bonding. Alternatively, any other
non-moving portion of stage assembly 14 can be attached to
housing 20 via detents, fasteners, or by any other desired
method. Since a non-moving portion of stage assembly 14 is
attached to housing 20, stage 401, magnet assembly 16, and
lens mount 111 (which contains lens holder 112) are free to
move along an optical axis of the miniature camera (as indi-
cated by double-headed arrow 406 of FIG. 4).

Referring now to FIGS. 13 and 14, clip 24 can be attached
to housing 20 to hold bias spring 25 against seat 606 of
magnet assembly 16. Clip 24 can snap over detents 1301 of
housing 20 to effect such attachment. Alternatively, clip 24
can be attached to housing 20 via adhesive bonding, fasteners,
or by any other desired method.

Referring now to FIG. 15, lens holder 112 can be attached
to lens mount 111 after lens mount 111 (along with stage
assembly 14 and magnet assembly 16) have been placed into
housing 20, if desired. Alternatively, lens holder 112 can be
attached to lens mount 11 before lens mount 11 has been
placed into housing 20.

Referring now to FIG. 16, printed circuit board 11 is con-
figured to facilitate attachment of imaging sensor 13 (FIG. 2)
and housing 20 thereto. Printed circuit board 11 can also be
configured for the attachment of camera electronics thereto.
Such camera electronics can include a processor and/or con-
troller that facilitates, possibly among other things, control of
the autofocus actuator defined by coil 17 and magnet assem-
bly 16, as well as facilitates control and readout of imaging
sensor 13.

Referring now to FIG. 17, housing 20 is shown attached to
printed circuit board 20. Imaging sensor 13 is also attached to
printed circuit board 11. Lens holder 112 is shown removed
from lens mount 111, so that imaging sensor 13 can be seen.

Referring now to FIG. 18, electromagnetic interference
shield 22 is shown covering housing 20. Electromagnetic
interference shield 22 can be attached to housing 20 and/or
printed circuit board 11 by adhesive bonding. Alternatively,
electromagnetic interference shield 22 can be removably
attached to housing 20 and/or printed circuit board 11 via
detents, fasteners, or any other desired method.

In operation, current flows through coil 17 such that a
Lorentz force generated by the cooperation of coil 17 with
magnet assembly 16 causes stage 401 to move. Current flow
through coil 17 can be controlled by a processor, such as a
dedicated processor mounted on printed circuit board 11, to
provide autofocus. The processor can alternatively be a pro-
cessor of a personal electronic device, such as a processor of
acellular telephone. Stage 401 can be moved so as to position
camera optics 12 in a manner that effects autofocus according
to well known principles. Alternatively, movement of stage
401 can be controlled manually, such as via a switch of the
personal electronics device, so as to enable a user to focus the
camera.

In view of the foregoing, one or more embodiments of the
present invention provide miniature autofocus camera that is
suitable for use in personal electronic devices, such as cellular

25

40

45

55

65

12

telephones. Focusing of the camera tends to provide better
images, particularly in low light situations where a larger
aperture is necessary to provide adequate light or where a
higher resolution picture is desirable. The need to use a flash
is mitigated by facilitating the use of larger apertures. Since
less use of a flash is facilitated, the batteries of the personal
electronic device tend to have longer lives.

Embodiments described above illustrate, but do not limit,
the invention. It should also be understood that numerous
modifications and variations are possible in accordance with
the principles of the present invention. Accordingly, the scope
of the present invention is fully commensurate with the fol-
lowing claims and their functional equivalents.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

providing a current through a coil;

moving an optical element, based on the current, with

respect to an imaging sensor; and

limiting movement of the optical element to movement

along an optical axis of the optical element,

wherein the coil is wound around an axis that is perpen-

dicular to a direction of movement of the optical ele-
ment, and wherein the direction of movement of the
optical element comprises a direction of movement
toward and/or away from the imaging sensor along the
optical axis of the optical element.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the moving comprises
adjusting a focus of a camera.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the limiting comprises
limiting the movement of the optical element to substantially
rectilinear movement along the optical axis of the optical
element.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the limiting comprises
facilitating the movement of the optical element in a first
direction toward and/or away from the imaging sensor while
inhibiting additional movement of the optical element per-
pendicular to the first direction and inhibiting rotation of the
optical element.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the optical element is a
lens that is coupled to a stage comprising a magnet, wherein
the moving comprises moving the magnet in response to the
providing of the current, and wherein the providing com-
prises providing an adjustable current through the coil.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the limiting comprises
limiting the movement using a spring and/or a snubber
mechanism.

7. A device, comprising:

a coil having a planar surface;

an image sensor;

acircuitry for providing a variable current through the coil;

and

an optical element disposed on a stage comprising a mag-

net having a planar surface that is disposed parallel to
and spaced apart from the planar surface of the coil, the
stage being resiliently suspended adjacent to the coil for
movement relative to the coil, wherein the coil is wound
around an axis that is perpendicular to direction of
movement of the optical element, and wherein the direc-
tion of movement of the optical element comprises a
direction of movement toward and/or away from the
imaging sensor along an optical axis of the optical ele-
ment.

8. The device of claim 7, wherein the optical element
comprises a lens disposed on a ring shaped lens mount,
wherein the lens mount is disposed on the stage, and wherein
the stage is constrained by a snubber mechanism against
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movement other than rectilinear movement along an axis that
is parallel to an optical axis of the lens.

9. A camera comprising the device of claim 7.

10. A cellular telephone comprising the device of claim 7.
11. A method, comprising:

coupling an optical element to a magnet; and

suspending the magnet adjacent to a coil so that the optical

element and the magnet move conjointly in response to 19

a current through the coil and so that a planar surface of
the magnet is disposed parallel to and spaced apart from
a planar surface of the coil,

wherein the coil is wound around an axis that is perpen-
dicular to a direction of movement of the optical ele-
ment, and wherein the direction of movement of the
optical element comprises a direction of movement
toward and/or away from an imaging sensor along an
optical axis of the optical element.

14

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising constrain-
ing movement of the optical element and the magnet to rec-
tilinear movement in a direction that is parallel to the optical
axis of the optical element.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the constraining
comprises facilitating movement of the optical element in a
first direction toward and/or away from the imaging sensor
while inhibiting movement of the optical element perpen-
dicular to the first direction and inhibiting rotation of the
optical element.

14. The method of claim 13, further comprising assem-
bling the optical element, the magnet, and the coil in a hous-
ing of a camera assembly.

15. The method of claim 14, further comprising mounting
the camera assembly on a printed circuit board.

16. The method of claim 11, further comprising providing
the current through the coil.

17. The method of claim 11, wherein the optical element
comprises at least one lens.

#* #* #* #* #*
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